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Gender Role Reversal in “Malcolm in the Middle”
	Sitcoms have been a staple in the American household since the invention of television providing entertainment, joy, and comfort. As much as sitcoms are a diversion, they display and represent complex issues in the American society especially gender roles. The traditional role of mothers is shown as primary caregivers of the household with an emphasis of submissiveness, kindness, and affection. On the other hand, fathers are the dominant family figures as breadwinners. Fathers do not participate in childcare nor household obligations. However, there has been a shift in this paradigm in modern sitcoms due to present-day social standards. For instance, a particular episode “Lois vs. Evil” of “Malcolm in the Middle” portrays the switch of gender roles as the mother becoming the presiding position in the family while the husband’s position has dwindle into an oblivious, compliant, childlike individual. This is displayed especially in the matters of jokes, household chores, priorities, and jobs. 
	The episode augments these altered gender roles where the husband provides a minuscule role in childcare specifically in jokes. In a particular scene, the father, Hal, is supposed to console the youngest son, Dewey. Hal inquires what Dewey has stolen but focuses on his own well being by cutting him off and stating “daddy’s getting a cramp in his leg” to rush Dewey’s truth telling.In this scene, Hal’s joke downplays the gravity of Dewey’s situation and further exemplifies the childish nature of Hal where he focuses on the leg cramp rather than Dewey’s misconduct. Dewey finally tells the parents that he has stolen 150 dollars worth of cognac. Lois is clearly angry at Dewey’s action and punishes him to apologize to the store’s manager the next day. On the other hand, Hal is more interested in the cognac and admires the bottle. He completely forgets about Dewey’s actions forcing Lois to deal with the circumstances and perpetuates “mothers are the truer parents and that fathers play, at best, a secondary role in the home” (Brott).In another scene, Lois shamelessly rips out the boss’s wig and undoubtedly says, “I’m so much better than you.” This joke demonstrates Lois as the dominant figure not only in her household but also her career. The act of ripping out the boss’s wig is an established sign of her superiority and powerful personality. She’s relentless, unapologetic, and outspoken undermining the traditional female role as a submissive caretaker. Her character redefines the modern female role in American society and represents how “television women acquire enough power beyond the private sphere and no longer require punishment, rescue, or submission” (Simmons 9).
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Throughout the episode, Lois is the leading character who performs all the household chores. Nowhere in the episode is Hal helping out with any of the chores. The episode portrays Hal as a submissive father who lets Lois run the house. In a defining moment after she loses her job, Lois cooks macaroni and rice for dinner and breakfast. She further creates homemade milk from scratch. However, Hal stays quiet throughout the entire time and wholeheartedly eats what is given to him.  When the sons complain about the lack of variety of food, Halautomatically and obliviously supports Lois in any argument against the boys. The episode unfortunately reinforces the female’s role as the sole caretaker for household chores. Throughout the episode, Lois doesn’t complain about Hal helping out with the chores and she performs all the household duties.Although the show modifies the female gender role substantially, it has failed to recognize and change the traditional male role in household chores.It highlights and continues to support the women’s role in household chores. 
Lois is the ultimate breadwinner of the household. She takes care of the family needs and wellbeing. The show has done a brilliant job displaying the modern female role where Lois’s main priorities are her family, household chores, and job. It facilitates “women characters out of the kitchen and the nursery and give them professional jobs and responsibilities” (Brott). In addition, the show reduces the husband’s role as a childish and irresponsible individual. The gender roles have been switch where Hal isn’t portrayed as the traditional male. His lack of concern of the family’s financial situation throughout the episode implies his low priority on the family’s wellbeing. In a specific scene, he calls his older son, Frances, about Lois’s job loss. Hal ecstatically claims how Frances can come back home because they cannot afford his tuition. In this case, Hal is childishly more concerned about Frances rather than the financial matter. He isn’t the husband and father who puts food on the table, but rather accentuates the financial issues for the family. In another scene, Hal unknowingly eats canned peaches and is driven to the hospital because of his allergic reaction. His actions cause a substantial financial burden where Lois is forced to beg for her job back. Lois’s decision to go back to her former boss is an act of heroism. She is willing to let her ego and pride aside to prioritize her family first. Her character reverses the traditional gender role, where she plays the traditional male role as the breadwinner. 
Lastly, Lois is a headstrong and abrasive mother who disciplines three unruly sons while deals with her husband’s immature behavior. This is a great similarity to the “1990s sitcom Home Improvement, in which stay-at-home wife and mother Jill Taylor must bear the impulsive, reckless, perilous antics of not only her three male children but also her husband, talk-show host Tim” (Simmons 7).However there is a crucial difference in which Lois is the main breadwinner of the family and Jill is a stay-at-home mom. “Malcolm in the Middle” reestablishes the modern female role creating Lois as the main financial provider for the family. It signifies how American society has changed the dynamics of the mother’s role in financial matters. It creates more equality for women where they can provide for their family compared to men. This is accentuated when Lois loses her job; the family’s financial wellbeing wreaks havoc where Lois cuts down on food, laundry, and other essential matters. This implies Hal’s income doesn’t financially suffice. The show doesn’t portray Hal as an exemplary example of a traditional husband. He doesn’t have the urgency to financially provide for his family. He doesn’t take on a second job to compensate Lois’s job loss.In a notable scene in the dinner table, Lois comments, “I need to find a cashier job that has flexible hours that lets me leave whenever I need to take care of my kids.” This quote has a tremendous amount of negative implications of the American perception of gender roles. With modifications of the traditional female role, mothers must multitask between household chores, childcare, and career. One remark by Judy Brady, “My wife must arrange to lose time at work and not lose the job” reaffirms the lack compensation or support for females because of the societal expectations and standards (341). 
Sitcom has been a fundamental element and influence throughout American culture and society since the creation of television.  Particularly“Malcolm in the Middle” has redefine certain aspects of traditional gender roles due to changing social standards yet cling on to old distinct gender representations. Lois is a daunting and unequivocal female character who is the ultimate breadwinner of the family. She is strong-willed but she still retains the traditional female role as the sole caretaker for the family and household chores. On the contrary, Hal is a submissive and immature father with a lack of authority for the household. He isn’t the main financial provider but he plays the quintessential role as a husband with zero responsibilities for childcare and housework. The episode, “Lois vs. Evil” critically reverses the traditional gender roles where Lois is the prominent figure of the family household while Hal acts as a submissive childlike husband. This is notable through jokes, household chores, priorities, and jobs in the episode. 
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